My Story:  A Life Of Building Cultural Bridges

     Since being a passionately devoted practitioner of Thai Massage since 1996, I have been very inspired by both therapeutic and spiritual practice of Thai Massage, and by my Thai teachers and friends in Thailand.  

     Thai Massage has revolutionized the way I practice massage, and the way I look at massage and bodywork in general.  I see Thai Massage as a radically different approach to massage, and I believe that authentic Thai Massage is raising the bar for massage excellence, at least in the United States and Canada, as long as there is a high percentage of us who are properly trained and experienced, and devoted to Thai Massage as our primary modality.

     I have been very interested in teaching Thai Massage to everyday people who are not intending to practice massage as a profession.  I want to do my part in promoting more healthy touch in our society.  I have been inspired in Thailand by Thai Massage as a folk healing tradition, in which it was incorporated into daily life, and nobody did it in order to make money.  Even though in public, Thai people generally do not hug or touch people of the opposite sex, there has been a strong tradition of working on friends and family, just to help keep each other going.

     Indigenous cultures around the world have taught me so much, all my life, and one of the themes in my life has been building cross-cultural bridges of mutual understanding, respect and cooperation.  Although I was born and raised in California, I have spent much of my time camping and backpacking in the wilderness, since the early 1950’s, especially in the Sierra Nevada of California.  My mother was born and raised in Brazil, and spoke fluent Portuguese and Spanish.  I grew up with stories, mandiopão, goiabada, dolce de leite, guaraná, petacas, and games from Brazil, and letters and visits from my grandparents, aunt and uncle, and cousins who lived there.  Also, we lived in Tucson, Arizona in 1955 - ’56, where my father taught at a school for Native Americans.  Most of my playmates were Native Americans that year.  Then we returned to the orange groves and beaches of California for all my school years.  

     With all my experiences in the wilderness, growing up with a strong value on spiritual growth and character qualities, plus starting to gain a global perspective, I grew up in California in the 1960’s, feeling like I was always on the outside, looking in, in terms of the larger social movements around me.  I was not the least bit curious about sex, alcohol and drugs, and those things didn’t hold a candle to the beauty of nature, the wonder and awe of Creation, my spiritual growth, and a fascination with other cultures.  

     So, during the 1967 “summer of love” in San Francisco, I was traveling on buses on winding, mountainous roads in Colombia, and living with indigenous “headhunters” in Ecuador in the Amazon Jungle (“rain forest” is a newer term for me).  I lived in Peru for one year with my family, in the Amazon Basin, and traveled another summer around Peru, Bolivia, Argentina, and especially Brazil, to visit my cousins.  This was before the age of the Lonely Planet and other travel guidebooks.  All we had was South America On $5 A Day, as I recall.  My father was very frugal and adventurous, and for a family of five, including three teenagers, we managed to travel for two summers on $5.00 a day.  

     After my first year of university, I spent another four months in Perú in 1970, also in the Amazon Basin.  In the summers of 1971 and 1972, I lived in Mexico, mostly in Nahuatl villages in the state of Hidalgo, México.  In 1975 – ’76, I spent one year in Colombia, living with indigenous peoples all over the country and learning their languages.  Often, I was the first white person they had seen.  In 1978, I spent four months in Chiapas, México, near the Guatemala border, studying the Tzeltal language, and going four months without even seeing an automobile.

     I lived for one year in Mexico City, 1978 - ’79, and spent some more time with indigenous peoples in various parts of México.  My Mexican housemates and I also helped send clothes to Nicaragua when they overthrew the U.S. - backed Somoza dictatorship.  I was later able to visit Nicaragua twice, and visit my cousin, who lived there nine years.  After I finished my Masters of Arts degree in Mexican history in 1987 at the University of Calgary in Alberta, Canada, I worked for one year with Tools For Peace, a non-profit organization that gathered true humanitarian aid for Nicaragua.  I translated for people from Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala on speaking tours and at concerts.  I was also active as a community organizer, and peace activist.  

     I actually thought I might never live in the United States again.  In my circles, it was considered politically incorrect to live in the United States, which was considered to be the Evil Empire, and the “Belly of the Beast.”  Of course, most of my friends were Canadians, and could not live in the United States even if they wanted to, so it was easy for them to say.

     In 1988, however, my former housemates from Mexico City brought me back to the United States, and I spent more than two years in Houston, Texas, struggling with culture shock – partly getting used to life in the United States again, and partly not getting used to life in the Republic of Texas.  I actually filled out a job application for a company that asked if I was a “citizen of Texas.” (Thank God for Jim Hightower and the late Molly Ivins!)  I taught English as a Second Language, Spanish and Portuguese, and most of my friends were from all over the world, so they helped me survive the big city in the swamp, whose main tourist attraction was a shopping mall, with no wilderness (all private land and one tiny state park with a boardwalk in a swamp), and no beaches (no, Galveston doesn’t count).  The main valuable lesson I learned in Houston is that I can truly be happy anywhere in the world, for as Aristotle said, “Happiness is an inward power of the soul.”  I can say that now, because I live in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and don’t have to put that truth to the test in Texas.

     In January, 1991, during the first week of the first Gulf War in Iraq, I moved to Santa Fe, and began studying massage.  I continued to teach Spanish and Portuguese, and taught massage in Spanish in Bogotá, Colombia in 1994.

     When I began traveling to Thailand in 1997, and spending time with indigenous cultures there, it felt like I was coming full circle.  The similarities with indigenous peoples with whom I had lived in México, Colombia, Ecuador, and Perú, were far greater than the differences between the dominant cultures of Southeast Asia and Latin America.

     Once again, the common thread throughout my life is “bridging cultures,” and celebrating the rainbow of diversity in our world, because the underlying human similarities and dreams come from the same Source, and are big enough to embrace all our little differences.  

James Peckham, Dec. 2008, Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA   

